ELMINA'S INTERACTIONS THROUGH LOCATION. 



By Susana Delgado. Theory i \ Visual Cultures Case Study 



This case study will focus on the deliberate and non-deliberate interactions 
and adaptations which are inherent to the change of context of a piece of art, using 
Doug Fishbone's film Elmina as the main example in this paper and the postcolonial 
and translation theories as methodologies. Searching for an absolute truth, the 
formulation of a universal statement, something that can be extrapolated from 
different cultures that exist in our world, without losing the unity of meaning, is a 
naive supposition because a human being is not an isolated being. Since a person is 
born they are allocated in a specific location or context, and this location will give 
them a background knowledge based on their culture and a series of experiences 
produced by geographic and social environment. If we keep these circumstances in 
mind we could affirm that all human beings cannot perceive reality in the same way. 
Mentioning the ideas of the art historian E. Gombrich; we can see that there have 
been different representations of reality in different times and places across what we 
call "the history of art", and that can make us wonder how much subjectivity and 
objectivity there is in Art, or visual culture if we want to extend the field. He started 
Art and Illusion wondering: "Why is it that different ages and different nations have 
represented the visible world in such different ways? Is everything concerned with 
art entirely subjective, or are there objective standards in such matters?"^ The Swiss 
art historian and aesthetician H. Wolfflin stated: "Not everything is possible in every 
period."^ So, if not all periods are capable of providing the necessary circumstances 
for something to happen, it would be logical to think that not all contexts are capable 
of providing the circumstances for a complete understanding or unique 
interpretation. The use and the interpretation of an image are inevitable modified by 
the location and time in which they are placed. 

One of the keys to our perception is that our knowledge is gradually woven, as 
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a network of everything we have read, Uved or experienced. Theorists such Umberto 
Eco^, Michel Foucault* and Roland Barthes^ have emphasised that no text is read 
independently of previously read texts. We tend to associate and find patterns that 
help us to understand what we are perceiving. Sometimes artists try to avoid any 
open interpretation, sometimes artists seek them as a strategy in their work, and 
sometimes they just sit and wait to see what happens and how their work is 
interpreted within different frames and environments. If we talk about this last group 
of artists, we can mention Doug Fishbone. Fishbone is an American artist from New 
York, based in London, and his work deals with the relativity of perception and 
understanding according to the culture and context where his work is shown. His 
work normally approaches reality and environment in a humorous and satirical way, 
but it does it very subtly. One of his most ambitious projects was an installation of 
40.000 bananas piled up in public places. This project focused on the themes of 
consumerism, violence and globalisation was held in five different locations: London, 
New York, Costa Rica, Ecuador and Poland. People were able to pick up the fruit and 
Fishbone was able to find out how the different audiences behaved when he put all 
those bananas so out of context. After the installation at Trafalgar Square (London) in 
2004, press and audience saw this work as "an edible gift to the public"^, something 
that brought "some joy, some mystery and an element of the unexpected"^. Curator 
Tom Motson said to the BBC: "That's what the work is all about, about the 
generosity of that gesture and about the relationships fostered through giving away 
the fruit, as well as the fact that this is a truly beautiful sculpture."^ However, the 
same installation did not have the same effect years before when it was place in 
Piotrkow Trybunalski (Poland) in 2001, that time the installation had got political 
and historical connotations derived from the location, as this city was the first Jewish 
ghetto in Poland established by the German occupation authorities in October 1939. 
With this historical background, some of the reactions to the installation were like 
this one published in the magazine Espace Sculpture: 

"The work, literally devoured by the crowd, was an interactive 
commentary on greed, consumerism, and violence, and it vanished before the 
eyes — and down the gullets — of the audience within minutes. With references 
to the Nazis (to the piles of looted possessions in the death camps), to the Inca 
myth ofAtahualpa, and to predatory multinationals like Dole and Del Monte, 
the installation examines the seedy crossroads of personal and institutional 
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desire — the indifference, corruption and violence that define so much of global 
consumer capitalism, and so much of modern history. [...] Through the 
metaphor of eating as active participation, it also investigates Poland's 
complicity in the fate of its wartime Jewish population, which was itself 
literally devoured and cannibalized — 

a particularly powerful association in Piotrkow Trybunalski, the site of the first 
Jewish ghetto to have been formed during the Nazi occupation of Poland."^ 

So, the nature of this installation was to work in a different way according to 
the location. All those bananas were given a meaning by the audience, an audience 
defined by their history or context. Fishbone never gave any instructions or notes to 
understand the art work, he said: "A lot of people have asked me what it means but 
I'm stepping back. I want this to involve the audience. It's such a big physical 
presence and changes so much in different contexts that I cannot honestly say any 
more whether it still has its original meaning".^" We can say that the installation was 
adapting itself to the different locations, it became whatever the local people wanted 
to believe. 




Doug Fishbone's installation in Piotrkow Trybunalski. 
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Doug Fishbone's installation at Trafalgar Square, London. 



In 2010, Fishbone decided to experiment how the change of context of an 
artwork modifies the perception of mass media audience, so he went to Ghana, the 
biggest cinema industry of Africa, to make a film. With this project he created a 
double game of perceptions for the viewer, all related to the context or frame from 
which they watch the film, but due to the nature of the project and how it was 
produced, all these positions are more complex than it appears at first sight, and this 
is due to the double reading caused by the film. The project was funded by art 
collectors Fishbone knew thanks to his status as an artist. After getting the money, he 
travelled to Ghana and reached an agreement with Releve Films, one of Ghana's 
foremost production houses with a track record for delivering quality home 
entertainment that stretches over a decade". He became co-producer but absolved 
himself of authorial control, the production company would be responsible for 
everything: writing the script, casting, locations, shooting, advertising and 
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distribution of the film in Ghana. The only condition he gave was that he would have 
the lead role in the film. We do not find any 

objection to this request until we think that the population of Ghana is mostly black, 
and Doug Fishbone is a white man from America. And this takes us to his second 
request; there would be no reference to his skin colour during the film, no 
explanation or relevance in the storyline. He was really interested to see how the 
population of Ghana was going to accept that. 



First, I shall focus on how the film was perceived within the environment 
where it is created, Ghana. According to fie.nipa Movies (the african IMDb.com), 
Elmina was presented as the new drama of Revele Films and the synopsis did not 
mention anything about this film as an Fishbone's art project. They only mentioned 
Fishbone as the lead actor and that the film would be shown at Tate Gallery: The 
movie featured Douglas Fishbone, a renowned artist; also on the cast list are Kofi 
Bucknor, Akorfa Asiedu, Ama K. Abebrese, John Apea, Kojo Dadson and Redeemer 
Mensah. Elmina is expected to take Tate Britain by storm and we hope he and the 
rest of the team make us proud as they have done already. The Ghanaian press did 
not see any difference about this new film, it was one more of the Revele's projects. 
The film was presented to the public as : "Elmina tells a story of colonialism, greed, 
hatred, love and betrayal.The story is about a family in crisis and the main theme is 
centered on colonialism and the oil which has been discovered in commercial 
quantities.'"^ Apparently the audience showed interest in this film because it dealt 
with topics such as colonialism and oil issues of concern to the people of that country 
due to its historical and current situation. Due to the storyline of the film; a big 
production and some well know Ghanaian celebrities acting in it, the film had a big 
display of promotion and publicity, the first trailers and the first posters appeared 
around the country and the audience realised that the lead actor was a white man that 
nobody knew in the cinema industry and they started wondering why. 
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DOIK; FISHBONE KOFI BUCHNOR AKOFAASIEDU 
JOHNWA KOIODADSON AXWK..«EBBfS» KOFI MIDniriON MFNDS 
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Some blogs about cinema wrote about this fact: "It seems the hero in the 
movie is a white man? We see him questioning the higher authorities for them 
making their community members to sell their land. We see him say "We are being 
cheated by the white people", while he himself is White. And is he the character 
called 'Ato'PAgya wadwo! I hope he doesn't overshadow the movie, After all, in the 
trailer, he (Doug Fishbone) is mentioned even before Revele Films. Or is this a 
Flatbush Films venture whose local partner is Revele Films? Plenty questions."^'* 
There are even some pubhc forums on internet in which people discuss about the role 
of this "white man": "Why the white actor I also wondered when I saw the trailer, 
does Ghana have lots of white people?" [...] "no we don't have lots of white people 
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here., i'm wondering the same thing too.."^^ Audiences that went to watch the film 
with expectations of knowing why the main role was played by a white man and they 
did not get any explanation. No reasons were given, he was actually acting as one 
more in a black family so that role could have been played by a Ghanaian actor. 
Fishbone corrupted the nature of the film by introducing an external element, the 
audience was going to compare this melodrama with all the films that Revele Films 
did before because perception and knowledge is normally defined by what they have 
already watched, as Revele Films never made art videos, so the audience was 
expecting the usual mass media cinema made in that industry. And that is what they 
got, but they found a strange element which could involve a set of connotations 
because of that country's context. This intrusion into the film is rife with connotations 
caused by the country's political and historic context. On one hand, the fact that the 
film speaks about colonialism, but the only white person is not part of that colonial 
population, but a local family man, without any mention of the colour of his skin. 
After the colonial occupation, memory becomes the needed bridge between the 
colonialism and the cultural identity, as the postcolonial critic Homi Bhabha said, 
this collective memory is seen as the painful 'memory of the history of race and 
racism'^^. That relation between coloniser and colonised, native and invader, the 
civilised and the primitive is a reflection of the mechanism of power established in 
the colonial condition. A white man in a colonial film is automatically seen as an 
invader, but in Elmina the perception is put into question because that person is 
presented as a native, not as an invader. The social theorist Ashis Nandy does an 
analysis of the power in the colonial encounters, pointing two types of colonialism: 
first, a physical conquest of the territory; and second, a conquest of minds and 
culture^^. The analysis of the colonial encounter made by Nandy reminds to Hegel's 
paradigm of master-slave relationship and other paradigms, where he states that 
human beings acquire identity or self-consciousness only through the recognition of 
others.^^ In this case, that recognition of the white's character becomes a stereotype of 
the positions of power and resistance that is constructed in the colonial environment 
and it is used by cinema and audience's perception when they analyse what they are 
watching. This stereotype made the audience assume that Fishbone's colour was a 
sign of colonialism, a mark of his power or his ancestors' power, but when they 
watched it, there was no clear relation between his colour and his social status. The 
audience expected to know something of that character's story, but as the film 
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advanced and nothing was mentioned about his skin's colour, they began to think 
about him as a local person into the storyline of the movie. The first thought about 
this character, driven by stereotypes and the postcolonial historical context, was 
change by the film's narrative, especially because the film was placed in their own 
context. Prolonged exposure of the character without mention of his different colour 
made the public to accept it, even if at the end of the movie there was still some 
people wondering about it, it had nothing to do with the story. The film was released, 
it had got good takings as a cinematographic product and it was quite successful 
thanks to the support of the film production company and the celebrities acting in it, 
and most importantly because the story was part of the context of Ghana, it was 
conceived by and for them, it was their product and the presence of Fishbone ended 
up being a mere anecdote of the film, an alien element out of context. Anyway, part of 
the audience was still wondering about the presence of Fishbone and they finally 
could get some information after the film was shown : "the questions are very 
legitimate, and fortunately there are some answers. The Tate Gallery exhibition 
note about Elmina clearly shows that this was deliberate, and that pushing the 
boundaries of audience perception is the main forte of Doug Fishbone as an artist."^^ 

This take us to move to another context, as the film was shown at the Tate 
Gallery (London) on October 2010 and the audience's reactions and perceptions were 
completely different. We notice the first difference in the way the project is presented 
in Europe; it is not presented as the new Revele's project (since nobody would feel 
interest), but Doug Fishbone's exhibition presenting his new visual artwork. " Doug 
Fishbone talks about his new feature-length film Elimina, which finds the white 
American artist stepping into an otherwise totally Ghanaian production. Through 
this simple gesture of using a racially and culturally incongruous actor, Fishbone 
tests our preconceptions of cinema and fiction".^" We observe that when the film is 
presented in the UK, there is a change of roles, the film is now out of context, and 
Doug is the one within. "What's a white Jewish New Yorker doing appearing as a 
Ghanaian in an all Ghanaian film? When you understand that he is Doug Fishbone, 
London-based artist who is known for his satirical investigations into culture and 
the media, it begins to make sense".^^ And this is reflected even in the room or space 
where the movie is shown. In Ghana, Elmina has been watched in numerous 
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cinemas, however, in London the screening of the film is Hmited to a single gallery. As 
a gallery or museum always gives that status of artwork that cannot be achieved in a 
cinema, where most of the films have the value of a product aimed at the masses, 
Elmina is not seen as a conventional film, but an artwork. 



Doug Fishbone 

Tate Britain: Exhibition 

9 October 2010 -3 January 2011 




Doug Fishbone 
ElrruDa 2010 
Photo: Thierry Bal 

Courtesy of the artist and Rokeby, London 



Tate's presentation of Elmina. 



The different environments where the film is shown also determine the way in 
which the film can be acquired. In Africa, anyone can buy a copy of the film in DvD 
for £24, like a conventional film; but in UK the film is sold as an inexpensive DVD or 
as a collectable artwork (limited edition prints). However, the film does not arouse 
any interest in Europe as a conventional film. The audience sees it as an 
"experiment", an attempt to play, to get into another culture. Firstly, because it is 
presented to them in this way by an institution like the Tate Gallery. But thanks to a 
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number of factors and the nature of the film, this perception is reinforced, instead of 
being threatened by the artistic independence of the film as a cinematographic work. 
So, why a film like Elmina would have no success in the European market if it would 
have not been presented as an artwork but a mass media film? 

Non African or Asian cinema is consumed by mass media audience in Europe, 
only a couple of films are shown at some independent festivals. America and Europe 
have been watching how the white people is representing through power, rationality 
and modernity over the cinema history, and the black characters were relegated to a 
particular character types and narrative patterns across a number of texts over a 
significant period of time.^^ In this context, if the audience wonders about the white 
character in the story, stereotypes would make part of the audience to wonder how he 
came to be in that inferior situation compares to what we are accustomed by 
cinematographic references. Richard Dyer explains how "the representation of white 
qua white begins to come into focus - in mainstream cinema, for a white spectator - 
in films in which non-white characters play a significant role'"^^. Thus, the white 
character would raise other reactions in the western audience, if it would have not 
been shown as an artwork and that role as part of the game. In addition there are 
other features that would reduce the chances of Elmina to become a box office 
success in Europe. 

Normally when a text, a discourse or a film moves from one context to another, 
it is translated, so the language used in this work can be understood in the new 
context. This translation often results in loss of information, making the work not 
fully understood as it is in the context where it was created. In the case of Elmina, the 
film was shot in English, so it would not need a language translation, however there 
are a series of aspects that block their full understanding or the widespread interest in 
the mass audience. Those aspects are what Mieke Bal calls "accents" due to the 
cultural identity. "The concept of accent, then, becomes a key element of a 
'migratory aesthetics'.^ Even if Elmina was shot in English, the actors speak English 
with an African accent, an accent that will remind the European spectator that they 
are watching a foreign story. "Accents" can be cultural identifications too, the accent 
can be situated in the clothes the characters are wearing, the food, the landscapes, 
etc. all of them as a remainder or trace of the 'foreign'. The story probably would not 
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help at all, as a drama about oil and colonialism told from the perspective of an 
African village, where white people are stereotypical seen as the enemy , will evoke no 
empathy in the mass media audience in Europe. For all the reasons Elmina can work 
as a successfril artwork in the European context, but not a mass media film. 

Thus, attempting a union of two worlds by Fishbone, making an African film 
with the money set aside to European art, means Elmina creates a debate when it is 
moved from one context to another, due to its content and the two cultural circuits 
where it has been shown, the world of Western art and African film industry. Western 
viewers see that exchange or point of debate over non- Western cinematic language 
while Ghana viewers will do it in that white character played by Fishbone. As far as 
we know, the same piece of work will always act in different ways according to the 
context where it is shown due to a series of reasons. And that is actually Fishbone's 
work, almost a game in which he appropriates and decontextualizes an object or a 
visual work, and he just waits to see the very different reactions, his aim is to 
understand how an object interacts and adapts itself to the reality where it is placed. 
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